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Acting Like It

(A Reflection on Taking Jesus Seriously)

Colossians 3:1-17

CWZepp, BWCOB, August 1, 2010
This past week I was visiting one of my College friends and we got to talking about the classes she has been taking toward her Master’s degree.  She was sharing with me some of her frustrations with having to switch to APA style formatting for her graduate level papers, after having used MLA for almost all of her undergrad, and especially now that one of her instructors is stickler for by-the-book APA.  Now for those of you who don’t speak the short-hand academic jargon of MLA and APA, they are just two of the many possible ways that you can format your academic papers.  Each style comes with its own book-length manual which covers in minute detail exactly how a student should format their papers in every way, from in-line notes and documenting research, to margins and line spacing and the like.  

For my friend, who is now having to learn a completely new style in pursuing an advanced degree at a new academic institution, one of the biggest headaches she has encountered is in the often ignored area of spacing after punctuation.  For her, and for me and for many others, you put a single space after all punctuation, except for periods at the end of a sentence, after which you put two spaces.  But apparently – and I can’t speak with any authority on the issue since I haven’t had occasion to become this well-acquainted with the APA style – APA dictates that you only use one space after sentences.  After internalizing a different way all her life, trying to make this change was a huge pain in the kiester for my friend.  I could sympathize!

But that was before she remembered the “find and replace” function in her word processor.  With it, she realized she could type her paper her way, and then before handing it in, by the wonders of Microsoft Word, she could instruct the computer to simply identify all of her double spaces after periods and replace them with single spaces.  Problem solved, everyone is happy!  

Now as my friend was sharing this with me, my mind was percolating on the scripture text for this sermon, which at that point, I had yet to write.  And as she told me of her struggle with learning to format her academic work in a completely new way, even in some of its most basic elements, a little light bulb went off in my mind – the one that I imagine all preachers are either born with or at some point have added to their mental networking.  The one that says, “pay attention – there’s a sermon illustration here!”

And the more I thought about it, the more I became convinced that my friend’s story with APA and sentence spacing is a perfect metaphor to get at the heart of this text from Colossians.  Both are about trying to replace an old, ingrained way with a new, adopted way.  And both offer commentary about taking short cuts along the way.  

Now I’m not judging what my friend did – in truth I probably would have done the same thing if I were clever enough to think of it.  But it was clear from what she was telling me that she was not really interested in learning a new way of styling her papers.  She was only interested in succeeding in that particular class.  And as I think about my own experience in education and beyond, I can draw many parallels.  Oftentimes, when I have been engaged in a learning experience I have tried to do much the same thing – tried to find a short cut that would lead to “success” without actually changing anything about or within myself.

Take my six or so years of piano lessons, for instance.  You would think that after that many years of lessons, I would be a fairly competent pianist.  But the truth is that while I was taking those lessons, I wasn’t really learning to play the piano.  I was merely learning to play things on the piano, and there is a big difference.  I would go to each lesson, go through the motions, and then go home and practice just enough to be passable on my assignment for the next lesson.  And I was apparently good enough that I could do that without much practice.  But in all those years of lessons, I never internalized what I was doing on the piano.  I could put on a decent show for my lessons or at the occasional recital, but I never made the leap from being a guy who knows how to play this or that on the piano to being a pianist.  To this day, I wish that I had taken those piano lessons more seriously, and let them gradually transform me into a pianist.  

Or take my four years of studying Latin in high school.  Now I learned a lot from those years, don’t get me wrong.  But through it all what I was most concerned about was not learning to read or write Latin, but rather getting an “A” in Latin class and maybe even bettering my SAT scores in the process.  To that end, I discovered several sure-fire short cuts to making the grade.  To illustrate, in our 3rd and 4th year classes when we were studying and translating Virgil’s Aeneid or the writings Julius Caesar or Cicero, our tests would consist of translating a brief section of the material with which we had been working over that given span of time.  So if we had translated, say, 40 pages of the Aeneid over the course of 4 weeks during class, our test would consist of maybe a single page from that span which we would have to translate and on which we would be graded.  Now I have a very good short-term memory, and so I discovered that in one night before the exam, I could memorize verbatim in English the entire 40 pages that we had studied, so that on the day of the test, I could translate just enough to figure out the boundaries of the section we were given, and then simply recite the English translation by memory.  The results were fantastic in terms of my grades – I don’t think I ever got less than a 100% in Latin class.  But my methods severely compromised my long-term command of the Latin language.  Looking back, I wish had taken my study of Latin more seriously than I took my grades in Latin class.  

The point in sharing all of this is simple – I think we all have a tendency to do things like this – to try to find short cuts to a desired end – and in the process we end up paying attention to all the wrong things and investing our time, energy, and our being in all the wrong places.  And in doing so, we usually miss the whole point of what we wanted to do in the first place.  For example, we may want to be financially secure, so we work hard, get the training we need for a good paying job, save and invest and spend wisely, but somewhere along the line many of us forget why we started earning in the first place and our financial pursuits become an end themselves, rather than our means to an end.  Or we may want to be healthy and fit and athletic, and so we start exercising and paying attention to what we eat and how we care for our bodies, but then we fall prey to the temptations of quick fix diets, performance enhancers, and body sculpting workouts that focus on appearance rather than health and performance.  Or we may want our children to be well educated, and so we invest in public education and teacher training, but then we undermine transformative and experiential learning with standardized curriculum and testing that fails to recognize different learning and teaching styles and reduces student learning to a numbers game.  

And of course, we do the same kinds of things in the church.  We want to follow Christ, to be like Jesus, and so we go to church, start tithing, join Bible study groups, and send our kids to church camp and Vacation Bible school.  But along the way, many of us forget why it is that we are doing such things, and we exchange new life in Christ for a check list of things that make us a good Christian.  And just like with my piano lessons, we might make a decent showing that convinces those around us that we know what we are doing.  And just like me with my Latin exams or my friend and her APA styled papers, we might achieve good or even excellent marks from the prevailing authorities.  But if this is all we have, than we have missed the real point of following Jesus.  We have confused the end with the means.

In his sermon during worship on the final day of Annual Conference this year, Jonathan Shively, the executive director for Congregational Life Ministries in the Church of the Brethren, said, “When we reduce the mission of God to a task list, we unwittingly displace Jesus from his position of authority.  We create our alternative to Jesus, a “check-off” list instead of a relationship.”  He went on to say that “the power and presence of Jesus cannot be confined to a task list, nor can it be limited to a statement of doctrine, nor can it be moderated to our level of comfort.  To be disciples of Jesus, to take Jesus seriously, is to defer our own power to Jesus’ power on Jesus’ terms, not my terms or your terms….Serious discipleship is defined by our living, lifelong relationship to Jesus.  Period.”  

Although Jonathan was preaching on a different scripture text, I think his words are just as applicable to the text we are engaging today.  Because it seems that, in the view of the writer of Colossians at least, the Colossian Christians had started out in the right place in their relationship with Jesus, but somewhere along the way, they had missed the whole point of that relationship and started focusing on all the wrong things.  It’s quite possible to miss noticing this full context when looking at chapter 3 on its own.  But if we notice that little word “so” at the beginning of verse 1, we realize that most of chapter 3 is commentary on what precedes it

And much of chapter 2 is devoted to warning the Colossians against giving up the fullness of life in Christ – the life that is really life – for competing teachings.  Thus, readers are told in verse 8 to avoid being taken in by human traditions and empty philosophies; in verse 16 to refuse to be condemned in matters of food, drink, or observation of festivals or Sabbaths; in verse 18 to not give in to those insisting on self-abasement or the worship of angels or visions.  And then in concluding chapter 2, the writer drives the real point home.  Verses 20-23:

“If with Christ you died to the elemental spirits of the universe, why do you live as if you still belonged to the world?  Why do you submit to regulations, “Do not handle.  Do not taste.  Do not touch.”?  All these regulations refer to things that perish with use; they are simply human commands and teachings.  These have indeed an appearance of wisdom in promoting self-imposed piety, humility, and severe treatment of the body, but they are of no value in checking self-indulgence.”  

Eugene Peterson paraphrases that last line like this, “They give the illusion of being pious and humble and ascetic.  But they’re just another way of showing off, making yourselves look important.”  

In short, the Colossian Christians have unwittingly chosen a Christian act for a Christian life.  Granted they might not have been intentionally trying to short cut their following of Christ.  But they were nevertheless taking the wrong things seriously.  They have bought into teachings that are all about putting on a good show of piety, but that ultimately don’t lead to the inner change and the radically new life that true Christian discipleship brings.  They have chosen to put on a spiritual show to impress their peers rather than to put on a new self and actually share in the Christ life.

This putting on a new self is what Colossians 3 is really all about.  Its about refusing to opt for the ways of self indulgence, no matter how pious they might appear, and exchanging our self-made and self-satisfying ways for the self-surpassing way of Christ.  For the Colossians who wanted to take Jesus seriously, it was an invitation to take themselves less seriously – to trade self-centered vices like greed, anger, and sexual indulgence for self-giving virtues like compassion, meekness, forgiveness, and forbearance; to give up self-identifying labels like Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, slave and free in favor of a self-surpassing identity in the body of Christ – Christ being all and in all; to empty themselves so that the word of Christ might dwell within them and every word or deed be done in Jesus’ name.  

That was the invitation for the Colossians.  And the invitation for us is the same.  In that same address at Annual Conference, Jonathan Shively challenged us to consider the possibility that taking Jesus seriously may mean that we must stop taking ourselves so seriously.  But too often we approach the Christian life like my friend approached her mandated switch to APA formatting – looking for a way to do things Jesus’ way without actually changing our ways.  And when it comes to experiencing and living new life in Christ, that just won’t do.  

So the question for us today is this: if we are really going to take Jesus seriously – as individuals and together as a church both local and universal – are we going to start acting like it?  Will we be putting ourselves and our self-styled ways aside and allowing ourselves to be transformed by the indwelling Christ?  Or are we going to be simply acting – putting on a Christian show that gives the appearance of piety while letting us continue in our self-centered ways?  
If we truly want to share in the Christ-life, we have to give it our all.  There are no short-cuts or worship tricks that we can use to avoid being transformed.  If we say yes to taking Jesus seriously, if we say yes to our every word and deed being offered in the name of Christ Jesus, if we say yes to putting into everyday practice our understandings of the life, teachings, interactions, death, and resurrection of Jesus, we are going to be in for some change.  

Are we really ready for it?  Or are we just acting like it?    

